University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-26-2002

Colombian Paramilitary Group Disbands
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Colombian Paramilitary Group Disbands." (2002). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/13055

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 53013
ISSN: 1089-1560

Colombian Paramilitary Group Disbands
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Colombia
Published: 2002-07-26
Leaders of the paramilitary group Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) say the group has
disbanded. Internal problems and the imminent change in political leadership in Colombia
contributed to the decision, but many analysts doubt it will reduce the nation's staggering level of
violence.
The right-wing paramilitaries emerged in the 1980s as vigilante groups backed by the military
and financed by landowners seeking protection from extortion, kidnapping, and attacks by leftist
guerrillas. They were declared illegal in 1989 because of their ties with the drug trade and their
killing of trade unionists, human rights workers, and campesinos. National and international human
rights organizations have accused the paramilitaries of carrying out some of the bloodiest massacres
in Colombian history. The 10,000-member AUC often targets civilians because of alleged sympathies
with the guerrillas.
The AUC's internal problems came to light July 13 when founder and political chief Carlos Castano
said he was resigning because "everyone does whatever they want" in the loosely affiliated group.
Castano said that he would continue to be involved in the smaller Autodefensas Campesinas de
Cordoba y Uraba (ACCU). Castano relinquished military control of the AUC last year, saying he was
going to concentrate on the group's political agenda. He was replaced as military chief by Salvatore
Mancuso (see NotiSur, 2001-09-14).
In a statement printed in the July 13 edition of Colombian daily El Tiempo, Castano said he did not
want to be involved in activities such as drug trafficking and the kidnapping of Richard Boulton, a
wealthy Venezuelan businessman.

AUC leaders say they will form new group
The infighting among AUC regional commanders had led four subsidiary groups to break off
from the main organization, and a fifth was expelled because of the Boulton kidnapping. Castano,
whose father died after being kidnapped by the FARC, condemned the kidnapping. He said he only
recently learned that an AUC group, which had not consulted the organization, was responsible.
On July 18, Castano and Mancuso released a statement saying that the AUC was being dissolved.
They said they might form another national paramilitary organization that would avoid the excesses
and errors of the AUC. "The efforts that we carried out with other honest comandantes to save the
name and the existence of the AUC were not successful," said the statement from Castano and
Mancuso. They said other groups could join their new organization, but "never will we allow them
to call themselves autodefensas while they are dedicated to criminal behavior and drug trafficking."
Although Castano admitted in press interviews that the AUC was financed through the drug trade
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and justified that arrangement, earlier this year he denounced paramilitary leaders who had become
"too involved" in drug trafficking.

Kidnapping adds to tensions between Colombia and Venezuela
The Boulton kidnapping seemed to be a key factor in the decision to dissolve the AUC. Boulton,
whose family owns Avensa airline, was kidnapped July 15, 2000, on his family's ranch 240 km
southwest of Caracas, in Venezuela. His captors, wearing military uniforms, flew his private plane
to Colombia's eastern plains, where it was eventually found by security forces. During the past two
years, there was much speculation about who the perpetrators of the high-profile kidnapping were.
The Venezuelan and Colombian media had blamed the kidnapping on leftist guerrillas.
Since Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez took office in February 1999, Colombian military leaders
and some politicians frequently accused him of sympathizing with the guerrillas, which created
tension between the two countries especially after Boulton's kidnapping. But Chavez maintained he
was only trying to contribute to the peace talks between the Pastrana administration and the FARC,
which collapsed in February.
Castano's statement made it clear that it was AUC paramilitaries, not guerrillas, who were holding
Boulton. They turned Boulton over to the International Red Cross on July 15 in Villavicencio in the
central Colombian department of Meta, and he flew to Venezuela the next day. Boulton said that,
throughout his ordeal, his captors told him they were members of the FARC and only told him
who they really were shortly before he was released. With the touchy Boulton case resolved, the
two nations will have some breathing-room to focus on their complicated domestic and bilateral
agendas.
Colombia's president-elect Alvaro Uribe Velez, who takes office Aug. 7, visited Chavez on July
22. After a closed-door meeting, Uribe said Chavez had pledged to work with him to defeat drug
trafficking and to reduce violence in the region. "We'll keep discussing the delicate problem of
Colombia's violence, which has a great potential to destabilize the whole region," Uribe said at
Miraflores presidential palace during his visit to Venezuela.

AUC dissolution could bring more violence
The dissolution of the AUC opens a new chapter in the armed conflict in Colombia, but it does not
mean that the paramilitaries will disappear. Castano and Mancuso have made it clear that they
hope to strengthen the paramilitaries in certain strategic areas. And the ACCU, which they will
continue to lead, includes about 70% of the AUC members. Fernando Giraldo, dean of the political
science department at the Universidad Javeriana, said Castano and Mancuso want to clean up their
image and are counting on Uribe Velez giving them political status. He said the president- elect
will be under pressure to resolve the paramilitary issue to give his administration legitimacy and to
remove the guerrillas' excuse for not negotiating. The dissolution of the AUC has raised fears that
the violence that permeates Colombia could become even worse. If the various groups that had been
even loosely controlled by the AUC now have no constraints, their brutal actions could escalate and
the dismal human rights record could decline further.
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